Intimate partner violence among LGBTQ+ college students by Edwards, Katie & Sylaska, Kateryna
Intimate partner violence, which includes physi-cal, psychological, and sexual aggression toward a current or former partner, is a widespread prob-
lem in society, especially for younger individuals.1 To 
date, most of the research on intimate partner violence 
among college students has focused on heterosexual 
individuals. We know less about the experience of 
LGBTQ+ individuals (lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgen-
der, queer, questioning, and other non-heterosexual 
identities). Drawing from a survey of 391 college 
students in same-sex relationships, this brief documents 
the rates and patterns of intimate partner violence, and 
responses to it among LGBTQ+ youth. 
Intimate Partner Violence Affects 
Nearly Half of LGBTQ+ Students
Overall, 43 percent of LGBTQ+ students in the sample 
reported that their current relationships were charac-
terized by intimate partner violence (see Figure 1).2 
One-third of the sample reported experiencing at least 
one type of victimization within their current relation-
ship, most commonly physical aggression, followed 
by psychological and sexual victimization. Nearly 
one-third of the sample reported perpetrating violence 
against another, and again physical aggression was the 
most common form. The rates align generally with rates 
of violence among heterosexual couples.3 
Results revealed that as negative and shameful 
feelings toward oneself about one’s sexual orienta-
tion increased, LGBTQ+ students were more likely to 
perpetrate intimate partner violence in their current, 
same-sex relationship. A number of factors could help 
explain this connection. For example, other researchers 
have suggested that LGBTQ+ individuals may attempt 
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to cope with these feelings through substance use, 
which subsequently increases the risk for perpetration 
of partner violence.4 
Despite these high rates of intimate partner violence, 
36 percent of respondents said that the LGBTQ+ com-
munity was “not at all” willing to acknowledge intimate 
partner violence as a problem. The remaining partici-
pants said that the LGBTQ+ community was “some-
what” (48 percent) or “very much” (16 percent) likely to 
acknowledge this as a problem. 
FIGURE 1. RATES OF INTIMATE PARTNER VIOLENCE 
VICTIMIZATION AND PERPETRATION IN COLLEGE 
STUDENTS’ CURRENT SAME-SEX RELATIONSHIPS
The Majority of Victims Disclose the 
Abuse but Not to Formal Support 
Services
Nearly two-thirds of LGBTQ+ victims in the sample 
disclosed at least some experience of the abuse to another 
person, most commonly a friend, followed by family 
members. Only 9 percent disclosed the abuse to formal 
supports, such as counselors, medical personnel, or law 
enforcement professionals (see Figure 2). This formal dis-
closure rate is lower than what is typically found among 
heterosexual adult community samples,5 and therefore 
raises the question of the efficacy of victims’ prior expe-
riences with formal support services, victims’ barriers 
to accessing these services, and victims’ perceptions of 
formal supports’ ability or willingness to help in situations 
of intimate partner violence within a same-sex relation-
ship. Even though friends were the most common outlet, 
respondents—perhaps not surprisingly—did not always 
find them helpful. Reactions to victims’ disclosures are 
complex and are likely to be both helpful and unhelpful.6 
For example, a disclosure recipient might be emotionally 
supportive and believe the victim’s account (often cited by 
victims as helpful), but he/she may also express high levels 
of frustration and try to get involved by confronting the 
perpetrator (often cited by victims as unhelpful).
Most troubling, more than one-third of male and 
female LGBTQ+ victims in the sample told no one 
about the abuse, a considerably higher rate than among 
heterosexual students (25 percent).7 The most common 
reasons for not revealing the abuse were assumptions 
that the abuse was normal or that it was “no big deal.” 
Respondents also justified the actions by saying their 
partner was drunk or annoyed. They also mentioned 
that the situation was a private matter or they were 
worried about others’ reactions (such as being judged). 
Victims who did not disclose their experiences of 
physical victimization also reported higher levels of 
“minority stress” from concealing their identity or 
from expectations of rejection, or negative feelings 
about their own sexual orientation. 
Program and Policy Implications
Overall, these findings document the high rates of 
intimate partner violence in LGBTQ+ college students’ 
current relationships, and the low rates of reaching out to 
formal support services for help. Results also reveal a con-
nection between violence perpetration and internalized 
negative feelings about homosexuality or expectations 
of rejection, as well as a connection between this form of 
stress and a lower likelihood of disclosing some abuse. 
These findings have important implications for pre-
vention and intervention efforts. LGBTQ+ adolescents 
and young adults are frequently “invisible in main-
stream student programs,”8 and intimate partner vio-
lence prevention programs are no exception. Although 
components of intimate partner violence prevention 
programming developed for heterosexual students 
(such as assertiveness skills training) are relevant to 
LGBTQ+ students, programming for LGBTQ+ col-
lege students should integrate techniques to reduce 
internalized feelings of negativity toward homosexual-
ity. Such an approach—which might include devel-
oping positive self-regard, increasing social support 
FIGURE 2. RATES OF VICTIMS’ DISCLOSURE TO VARIOUS 
SOURCES FOLLOWING INTIMATE PARTNER VIOLENCE 
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networks, and exposure to positive LGBTQ+ messages 
and role models9—could help reduce violence perpe-
tration in a relationship. 
However, support programs alone will not lead to 
widespread reductions in intimate partner violence 
among LGBTQ+ students. Widespread efforts are needed 
to reduce homophobia and heterosexism broadly, as 
are educational efforts, such as social media and other 
campaigns, to raise awareness about intimate partner 
violence among LGBTQ+ college students. This type 
of education could lead to social supports for LGBTQ+ 
survivors that are most helpful and encouraging of their 
recovery. Moreover, it is critical that college campus 
programming, policies, and services, including those 
that are specific to intimate partner violence, strive to be 
inclusive of LGBTQ+ students. The National Coalition 
of Anti-Violence Programs also recommends instituting 
an “anti-oppression framework” in campaigns and within 
organizations that challenges the implicit sanction of 
oppression of one group by another in society at large.10 
Other Policy Suggestions
• Provide training for students and friends for how 
to respond effectively. 
• Provide greater funding to educate law enforce-
ment, including campus security, and social service 
providers about intimate partner violence among 
LGBTQ+ college students. Police responding to a 
dispute among two men, for example, may mistake 
them for roommates or may consider it a non-
domestic matter, believing erroneously that domes-
tic violence is only between a man and a woman.
• Expand cultural competency training for organiza-
tions receiving federal dollars to implement part-
ner violence prevention or treatment programs. 
• Increase efforts to reduce the stigma of victimiza-
tion as well as sexual orientation to remove barriers 
among victims seeking help. Among older LGBT 
couples, there is often fear of making the commu-
nity “look bad” if violence is reported, for example. 
Others are fearful of being outed. Similar issues 
might prevail among younger couples. Identifying 
those issues and tailoring programming to address 
them will be imperative. 
• Services tailored specifically to the LGBTQ+ com-
munity should be expanded to help overcome the 
fear among many that they won’t be believed by 
service providers geared mainly toward hetero-
sexual couples. In addition, certain assumptions 
should be reviewed when designing programs. 
Existing protocols should be examined for lan-
guage that presumes that the perpetrator is male 
and the victim is female, among other assump-
tions. Counseling sessions for men only or for 
women only might inadvertently include both the 
victim and perpetrator in same-sex couples.
• Increasing the awareness of the extent of intimate 
partner violence can also help to debunk the stereo-
types surrounding intimate partner violence in the 
LGBT community. 
Data
The data used in the brief are from a sample of 391 col-
lege students in same-sex romantic relationships from 
across the United States who were recruited for the 
study using primarily online methods (such as online 
advertisements and email recruitment) to complete an 
anonymous, online survey with the option to enter a gift 
card lottery. The surveys assessed experiences of physi-
cal, sexual, and psychological intimate partner violence 
within current same-sex relationships. Open-ended 
questions were included to better understand victims’ 
reasons for not disclosing intimate partner violence.  
Most participants described their current relation-
ship as monogamous (80 percent). Forty-nine percent 
of the sample identified as men, 44 percent as women, 5 
percent as gender queer, 2 percent as trans-man/woman, 
and 1 percent as other. Further, 72 percent identified as 
gay or lesbian, 15 percent as queer, 6 percent as bisexual, 
5 percent pansexual, and 2 percent other (for example, 
questioning, heterosexual). The majority of participants 
identified as Caucasian (72 percent). The average age of 
participants was 20.77, with ages ranging from 18 to 25. 
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